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On Reflexivity defined by Anthony Giddens
<Summary>
Yuki Hagiwara
Reflexivity is a keyword of contemporary global society. This concept is 
used in many areas, and the most famous definition may be by Anthony Giddens 
from the view of sociology. One of his books where he intensively refers to 
reflexivity is The Consequences of Modernity. The purpose of this paper is to 
reexamine Giddens’s definition by reading this book critically.
According to Giddens, modernity appeared in the 17th century, and it 
now can be seen all over the world as a result of globalization. He criticizes 
the concept “postmodernity”, which is defined by Jean-François Lyotard as 
a situation after the end of meta-history. Giddens says that contemporary 
situation is not the decline of modernity. On the contrary, we are in the phase 
of its radicalization. The gradual decline in European hegemony is a result 
of globalization which has been brought about by universalization of modern 
European civilization. We can see a paradox of civilization here. The more 
modernity is radicalized through the process of its universalization, the more its 
hegemony is threatened. A keyword to understand this paradox is reflexivity.
Reflexivization consists of disembedding and reembedding. The definition 
of disembedding by Giddens is the “lifting out” of social relations from local 
contexts. Disembedded tradition is a modernized one, and it connects the local 
and the global. People find their locality as a threatened tradition in global 
society. Globalization and localization, or universalism and pluralism are two 
sides of the same coin. One of the main characteristics of disembedded tradition 




expert knowledge. A necessary condition for this trust to function is ontological 
security. Giddens says that most people have the continuity of their self
-identity in the constancy of the surrounding social and material environments. 
Ontological security involves facework commitments in reembedded tradition. 
Faceless commitments to expert systems are based on facework commitments.
Giddens makes much of routine, because he thinks that it is intimately 
connected to ontological security. However, they are not necessarily linked to 
each other. Some are unstable in contemporary thoroughly reflexivized society 
where its order and human relations are not self-evident; others are not. Lacanian 
psychoanalysis explains this difference as the relation between “the symbolic” 
and “the imaginary”. The symbolic is an intermediary between the subject 
and his/her tradition, and the imaginary is stable when a symbolic order works 
well. Ontological security is a non-reflexive basis that he/she is headed for the 
symbolic, but its function fails gradually in thorough reflexivization today. Trust 
of the reflexivized modern subject in expert systems has been based on his/her 
non-reflexive trust in the symbolic.
Another important point which we can find from the view of Lacanian 
psychoanalysis is on Giddens’s “utopian realism”. He exaggerates that we can 
envisage alternative futures whose very propagation helps them realized. Such a 
vision is related to a function of the imaginary. He/she identifies himself/herself 
with the idealized other who must be beyond his/her symbolic order where 
he/she is under many restrictions. However, this idealization is an illusion which 
conceals a lack of his/her symbolic order. A vision of utopian realism prevents 
him/her to find a deadlock of symbolization, and so he/she cannot change his/her 
perspective self-critically. Reflexivity defined by Giddens needs to be made up 
with the view of Lacanian psychoanalysis to deepen our understanding about 
self-critical praxis.

